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RECENT THEOLOGICAL LITERATURE 



BIBLE PROPHECIES AND THE PLAIN MAN 

The book which bears the above title 1 may be given a little attention 
as a symptom rather than for its intrinsic value. It represents a class 
of works of which some have already been published and more are 
likely to appear in the near future. To understand them we need to bear 
in mind the periodic recurrence of the millennial expectation of believers. 
Especially at times of political upheaval like the present, speculation 
concerning the time of the end or of the Second Advent becomes active. 
The messianic program taken over from Judaism declares that extraor- 
dinary convulsions of nature and of the nations will presage the great 
event. At each crisis, therefore, enthusiastic souls discern the birth- 
pangs of the new age. Such books as the one before us are to be looked 
for. This one professes to be written for the plain man. It is possible, 
however, that the plain man will be puzzled by it rather than edified. 

The fundamental assumption is that the purpose of the prophetic 
books of both parts of our Bible is to set forth the course of human 
history throughout long ages. The fortunes of the church for nineteen 
centuries were thus recorded in advance. Specifically we may say that 
the Book of Revelation "contains the series of all the remarkable events 
and changes of the state of the Christian Church to the end of the world" 
(p. 23). The inference which the writer wishes us to draw is that the 
present world-war was foreseen by the author of the Apocalypse, and 
that his interpreter is authorized to say, on the ground of his study of the 
book, that the end of the present dispensation is at hand. Of course 
if the alleged predictions can be shown to be accurate accounts of events 
in the history of the church down to the present there will be strong 
presumption that the forecast of the brief period remaining to this 
generation is correct. 

The plain man may at first be impressed by this claim, since it makes 
use of the popular conception of prophetic inspiration. If he stops to 
reflect, however, he will discover that Scripture itself nowhere claims to 
reveal a long series of future events. The purpose of revelation as defined 

1 Bible Prophecies and the Plain Man. By Marr Murray. London: Hodder & 
Stoughton, 1915. xiv+310 pages. 
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in revelation itself is quite different. All divinely inspired Scriptures, we 
are told, are profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for instruc- 
tion in righteousness. For these ends is it necessary that the long course 
of Christian history should be known in advance ? To ask the question 
is to answer it. If this foreknowledge is essential, then it must be con- 
fessed that revelation has failed of its object; for it is obvious that not 
one in ten thousand of those who have read their Bibles in time past have 
had any accurate idea of the program of history there alleged to be laid 
down. The plain man will be both pained and puzzled to discover that 
the exponent of prophecy thus really confesses the impotence of Scripture 
to reach the goal for which it (ostensibly) set out. He will begin to suspect 
that the expositor is in fact reading his own fancies into the Bible. The 
fundamental assumption, without which his whole scheme falls to the 
ground, is that in certain passages a given number of days stands for 
so many years. The period singled out is that of 1,260 days given by 
the Apocalypse twice (11:3 and 12:6). This is taken to mean so many 
years, and of course if we choose our starting-point aright we can make 
the end of the period come in this present year, as we could make it 
come in any other year by shifting the terminus a quo. But for the 
primary assumption that a day means a year there is no support in 
Scripture itself. One passage there is, to be sure, in which a day is 
put for a year. This is where Ezekiel symbolizes the period of the exile 
by lying on his side " a day for a year." But in this solitary instance the 
explanation is given with the command. In Daniel and Revelation there 
is no hint of this sort of symbolism. When the author of Daniel says, 
"Blessed is he who waits and comes to the end of the thousand three 
hundred and thirty-five days," there is no reason to suppose that he 
meant any but literal days. It would be nonsense to encourage the 
reader to hold out 1,335 years! And when the apocalyptic writer 
affirms that the domination of the beast shall last forty-two months, and 
in immediate connection that the two witnesses shall prophesy 1,260 
days (the same period), there is no reason to suppose that anything but 
the literal sense of the words is to be understood. 

If the plain man looks a little into the history of interpretation he will 
find that all the earlier calculations concerning the date of the end have 
been mistaken. The first generation of Christians looked for the Second 
Coming in their own time. Ticonius thought it would come in the 
year 380, Lactantius fixed upon 500, Beatus upon 780; as the year 1000 
approached there was a very general expectation of the end of the world 
and the final judgment to come at that time; Joachim of Floris dated 
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it at 1260, Joannes Annius at 1481, early Protestant commentators at 
1554. In the seventeenth century Dutch believers looked for the imme- 
diate setting up of the Kingdom of God, and announced that the stand- 
ard of the Lord was already raised at Amsterdam. About the same 
time' the Fifth Monarchy men in England entertained the same idea. 
Napier, the Scotch mathematician, determined the date 1688 as the one 
indicated, while Whiston, widely known as a biblical scholar, fixed on 
1715 and later on 1734. Bengel, another biblical scholar, named 1836; 
Miller, who had a considerable following in this country, had his people 
prepare their robes for 1843. Since his time the end of the age or of the 
world has been predicted for the years 1866, 1882, 1914, and probably 
at intermediate dates. Now it must again be pushed forward. This 
constant shifting condemns the whole process. It still remains true 
that it is not for us to know the times and the seasons which the Father 
has put in his own power. 

What makes the case serious is that those who publish these specula- 
tions undermine faith in the Scriptures. This is not their purpose — 
this we freely acknowledge. They are devout believers in the inspiration 
of the Bible, and in fact hold the most rigid theory of inspiration. They 
denounce modern critical study of the books as one evidence of the 
degeneracy of our age, and therefore one of the signs of the end. Yet 
they are willing to have people believe that their crude calculations of 
the time of the end are based upon the infallible declarations of God 
himself. Why else should they publish them? They may not in so 
many words claim divine authority for the statements that the British are 
the lost Ten Tribes, that our own nation is the tribe of Manasseh, that 
the British royal family is descended from David, 1 that the coronation 
stone at Westminster is the stone which served Jacob for a pillow, that 
the Prussians are really the objects of divine denunciation under the 
name of Assyrians, that the Kaiser is Antichrist; but the tone in which 
these things are told shows that they are thought to have more than 
merely human attestation. The plain man may give them credence, 
but if he does it will be to his own hurt. 

Even if we were ready to accept the assertion that the second seal 
in the apocalyptic vision "reveals a mighty military power seeking to 
obtain domination and deluging the world with blood," and were ready 

1 In confirmation of this assertion we read that one of the names of the present 
Prince of Wales is David, and that the day on which he is thirty years old will be the 
year 3000 from David's coronation. If the author anywhere betrayed the slightest 
sense of humor we should suspect this to be a joke. 



BIBLE SOCIOLOGY 425 

to identify this power with Prussia; or, again, if we were convinced that 
Daniel's composite image symbolizes the destinies of the British Empire, 
we might still protest that our old friend the Great Pyramid ought not 
to be dragged into the witness-box. Yet here it is again, compelled to 
reveal to the plain man the whole course of human history. The Bible, 
it seems, is not enough to give us the revelation we crave. The great 
monument of stone is an even more wonderful revelation. Built by 
Shem or by Melchizedek, it is not only evidence of superhuman technical 
skill on the part of the human architect, but also a sign and witness of 
God, "a prophet whose words are available for the ears of every genera- 
tion which has the faith to understand and take heed." Pity 'tis that 
this inspired prophet has been dumb throughout so many centuries. A 
hundred generations have seen it without any suspicion of its great 
secret. Only in the nineteenth century there arose an interpreter, the 
Scotch astronomer who proclaimed the message to the world. And he, 
the only one who understood it, must have misunderstood it, for he made 
it declare that the end of human history was to come in the year 1883. 

The plain man who reads this book will not only be puzzled. I fear 
he will lose his religious faith. The Millerites who in the last century 
prepared for the Advent in 1843 lost faith, many of them, not only in 
their leader, but also in the Bible. They reasoned that God had defi- 
nitely promised the millennium for a certain date. The time specified 
had come and gone without any millennium. God had therefore 
deceived them, or else there had been no revelation. In either case their 
faith was gone. It is to be feared that such books as the one before us 
may be followed by a similar revulsion of feeling. The religious exalta- 
tion produced by the present war may stimulate fantastic expectations 
such as those we have here considered. If so, the last state may be worse 
than the first. 

Henry Preserved Smith 

Union Theological Seminary 
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The Abingdon Press, which is known to be affiliated with one of the 
leading evangelical denominations, is issuing a series of textbooks for 
Bible-study. The books are designed to meet the need of a more com- 
plete and comprehensive study of the Bible in all the colleges. The 
volume before us is one of this series. 1 The progress made in the last 

1 The Social Institutions and Ideals of the Bible. By Theodore Gerald Soares, 
Ph.D., D.D. New York and Cincinnati: Abingdon Press (no date, but the copyright 
is dated 1915). 8vo. 385 pages. 



